Understanding the Dance of Life

Overview:
As outlined in the Dance of Life description, there are a number of dimensions each with a number of layers that require
consideration when developing a comprehensive approach to understanding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mental health as
well as providing assessment and treatment. The following framework lists a number of factors operating at the individual, family,
community or broader societal level that could be impacting on mental health and wellbeing. Although many factors lie outside the
responsibility of the mental health sector, mental health professionals play a vital role in advocacy and in working collaboratively
across sectors to improve outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families.
Mental health professionals also have a sphere of influence and respect in broader society that can facilitate the process of
reconciliation and social justice. Risk and protective factors as well as the concept of resilience needs to be understood within a
broader context and through an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lens. This allows for the appropriate development of mental
health promotion, prevention and early intervention programmes. Given the magnitude of the historical legacy combined with the
contemporary complexities of working within a cross-cultural context in mental health, it is essential to be able to understand what
influences behaviour, symptom formation and response to treatment.
Clinicians need to be able to tease out the impact of disadvantage and discrimination, be able to recognise illness in the midst of
cultural and spiritual complexity and ambiguity, and attempt to address the many factors impacting on wellbeing. Incorporating
historical and cultural perspectives as well as flexibility in approach will enhance the clinician's skills and knowledge and provide a
platform for meaningful and respectful cross-cultural exchange.
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